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Abstract 
Ethnography is now a well established research methodology for virtual environments, and 
the vast majority of accounts have one aspect in common, whether textual or graphic 
environments – that of the embodied avatar. In this article, I firstly discuss the applicability of 
such a methodology to non-avatar environments such as Eve Online, considering where the 
methodology works and the issues that arise in its implementation – particularly for the 
consideration of sub-communities within the virtual environment. Secondly, I consider what 
alternative means exist for getting at the information that is obtained through an ethnographic 
study of the virtual environment. To that end, I consider the practical and ethical implications 
of utilizing existing accounts, the importance of the meta-game discourse, including those 
sources outside of the control of the environment developer, and finally the utility in 
combining personal observations with accounts of other ethnographers, both within and 
between environments. 
Introduction 
While ethnographic techniques have come to be an accepted means of study for virtual 
environments, they have, to date, largely focused on environments in which the primary 
representation of the player is through an avatar, such as those described by Jakobsson and 
Taylor (2003), Ducheneaut et al. (2004), Taylor (2006a, 2006b) and Drennan (2007). In 
attempting to adopt an ethnographic approach to my study of Eve Online (CCP 2003-2012) – 
a science fiction massively multiplayer gaming environment which, until recently, did not 
feature an avatar of any kind - I observed several methodological difficulties in conducting 
ethnographic research in virtual environments that are not centred on the lived experience of 
an avatar. 
Non-avatar environments present a distinct aesthetic to the player, with both communication 
and the perception of the „self‟ within the space – and in relation to other participants – 
feeling very different to environments such as World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 
2 
 
2004-2012), and during my research it became apparent that an alternative approach would 
be required to obtain material which would ordinarily become available through a detailed 
ethnography. Particularly, the spatial design adopted – in which players come into contact 
with other players less than in avatar based games – lends itself to an increased focus on out-
of-game conversations. 
Games and other virtual environments that lack sufficient in-game social interaction (to 
satisfy players) are not new. Manninen (2003) argues that '[e]ven multiplayer games have 
fundamental problems in supporting rich social activity, and, thus, players constantly seek 
work-arounds and external support in order to fulfill their need to socialize'. This is what I 
refer to here as the meta-game: those community sites which support the gaming environment 
giving players the possibility to interact, discuss in-game issues and communicate with, 
perhaps, a freedom that is not available in-game or through the official website. 
In the case of Eve Online these consist of the official forums, corporation forums, blogs, 
community news sites such as EveNews24.com and unofficial forums such as 
kugutsumen.com. Other authors, notably Carter et al. (2012: 15) argue that such activity 
should be referred to as the 'paragame'. However, I use the term meta-game here in the sense, 
as Carter et al. (2012: 12) note, of the Starcraft meta-game, that is 'a complex interplay 
between the game community and the game itself'.   
As will be detailed subsequently, the geographic nature of Eve Online results in a large 
portion of the communication between factions, and amongst the player base and developers, 
taking part outside of the gaming environment; an area of discourse that I refer to here as the 
meta-game. Whilst many other authors, including Taylor (2006a) and Boellstorff (2008), 
consider the use of forums for interactions amongst players, and between players and 
developers, such studies tend to consider forums as a locale for offering developers feedback 
or for guilds or player classes to share information, as opposed to the location where 
environmental battles are waged. Taylor, for example, notes that 'it is fairly common for 
people to post follow-ups in guild forums for members who could not attend' (2006a: 56), 
and describes forums for necromancers which shaped her play (2006a: 15) whilst Boellstorff 
(2008: 199) offers a resident's account of the forums as a tool for sharing information. 
Where this study differs is that the meta-game in Eve Online is not an extension of in-game 
events nor detailing player aids (though both certainly exist), but rather a fundamental part of 
the game experience. Whilst it remains possible for a new player to participate in the game 
3 
 
without taking part in the meta-game, I would contend that any experienced player, 
participating in an in-game alliance, either participates in the meta-game directly or has his 
in-game activities shaped by alliance leaders who do. I contend then that, in environments 
such as Eve Online, the prominence of these meta-game considerations should shift, from 
being a supplement to an ethnographic lived experience to a core part of the study.  
Siitonen (2007: 204), having pointed to the value of outside communication methods such as 
forums, notes that he decided not to give them prominence in the study of Anarchy Online 
(Funcom, 2001-2012) because there was too much data to fit with the scope of the project. 
Yet, this is certainly also true of ethnography; to conduct an ethnographic study that covers 
every element of an environment is likely an impossible task, and instead I contend we 
should concentrate on specific local ethnographies whose results are comparable. 
That is, whilst existing studies have considered areas outside the game environment, in Eve 
Online – the case study used in this article - and possibly other non-avatar environments, the 
meta-game becomes fundamental to understanding the overall game environment. However, 
such analysis is also inherently reliant on participant observation and the in-game experience; 
as without this context it would not be possible to understand the observations made in the 
meta-game. 
Further, by combining formal academic studies, public accounts and available data we are 
able to construct a more thorough picture of a given environment than is sometimes available 
through personal experiences, and also gain the ability to compare and contrast aspects of 
player behaviour and identity which differ between environments. Particularly in 
environments where sub-cultures are hard to infiltrate, through design or culture, we must 
consider other means of getting at their experiences, and the methods outlined are amongst 
the ways of doing so. 
Eve Online 
Eve Online is a science fiction massively multiplayer game with a hands-off governance 
structure, in which fraud and corruption are actively encouraged as an equally valid approach 
to concentrating on ship-to-ship combat or mining resources from planets. It is an open-ended 
persistent environment, with no set victory conditions. However, from the perspective of the 
larger alliances it is essentially a game of maintaining and gaining territory, from which come 
the resources and thus revenue to continue growth, as well as reputation. As of mid-2012, Eve 
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Online has approximately 350,000 subscribers with close to 450,000 active accounts 
(MMOData, 2012), placing it above environments such as Rift, but substantially below World 
of Warcraft.  
 
The nature of the environment is notable because it explains the pervasive undercurrent of 
mistrust that permeates the environment, extending into the corporation and alliance 
structure. With major corporations establishing an extensive recruitment process coupled 
with slow progression, new members are given very limited access to space and resources. 
Further, corporations are protective of information and assets, both in terms of in-game 
activities and external grey-market activities. Respect is earned, not assumed, and directly 
linked to the „birth‟ date of your character.  
 
In Eve Online, players were, until recently, represented only by a „pod‟, described in the lore 
as a '4m long egg shaped Starship with built in sub-light propulsion systems capable of 
performing warp', which is capable of boarding other, more advanced, ships. Since 2011, an 
avatar has been implemented. However, this is, to date, limited to a specific area within 
stations to which only the single player has access. This lack of an embodied avatar 
significantly affects communications in Eve Online; interactions in the environment feel more 
distant; there is little or no emotion expressed – chat conversations are purely business-
related. 
 
Players in Eve Online are spread across multiple regions, with high-security space (an area of 
the environment in which player vs. player combat is generally prohibited – with in-game 
enforcement action taken against attackers) focussed on the new player experience, and 
players tending towards lower-security space as they gain more experience in the 
environment. Whilst this is not a universal rule (some experienced players ply their trade in 
high security space to arbitrage markets, supply new players and so forth), it does mean that 
different communities and places
1
 need to be considered when conducting research within 
Eve.  
 
Non-avatar representation 
 
It is interesting to note the space given over in other virtual ethnographies to the description 
of the avatar, emphasizing the importance of the personal and research considerations that go 
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into establishing your representation. Taylor (2002: 40) argues that '[a]vatars […] provide a 
means to live digitally – to fully inhabit the world'. Further, she argues that '[people] don‟t 
simply chat in disembodied spaces, but use their avatars to gather for social events like 
weddings, community meetings, games, and simply hanging out' (47), whilst Bartle (1999: 
n.p.) notes that 'socializing seems to relate inversely to teleportation - it's hard to meet people 
on the street if everyone is teleporting'. This, succinctly, summarizes one of the issues with 
Eve; the lack of an avatar and the speed of spaceships means everybody is ultimately 
teleporting with minimal need or ability to interact within the boundaries of the environment 
itself. As described previously however, and as Siitonen (2007) highlights, communication is 
a necessary part of the human experience, and so conversation occurs and is facilitated 
outside of the game space. 
 
Whilst the lack of graphical physical representation is not unusual in the literature 
surrounding virtual worlds – indeed the majority of early environments did not feature one as 
a result of being text-based – the lack of an avatar is. Whilst MUDs provided no graphical 
representation of an avatar, you still had one; players still moved around environments, had 
bottlenecks, approached and were co-situated with other players. It is not the lack of a 
graphical representation that I am identifying here, but rather the lack of a „body‟ altogether. 
 
For many, Eve is a game about politics, about subterfuge and about controlling territory, very 
little of which involves communicating with other humans through the game client – the core 
mechanic of environments such as World of Warcraft. „Mittani‟ (2011), head of the Council 
of Stellar Management (Eve‟s player representative body), commented in an interview with 
the gaming blog RockPaperShotgun that: 
 [o]ne of the reasons we make jokes about Eve being a bad game, or a spreadsheet or 
what have you, is that it lacks immersion. It‟s just talking space ships. And most of 
the time you‟re so zoomed out because of the lag that you don‟t even see your space 
ship […] I almost never log on to Eve Online itself because I run a spy network. For 
me, Eve Online is talking to people in a Jabber client.  
In other environments, the avatar is significant because it not only provides the means of 
interaction with other players, but also because the design decisions that accompany it tend 
towards the formation of social spaces. The mere act of walking from location to location 
forms choke points where players meet, and the design norm of central locations where 
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players trade, look for groups and socialize also provides a location for chat. The fact that in 
Eve Online you are represented by a capsule capable of travelling at supreme speed around a 
vast universe eliminates these choke points, and whilst there are trade hubs, for reasons 
discussed below they are vastly underpopulated compared to the social hubs described by 
Drennan (2007: 44-45 ). 
Similarly, trade in Eve Online differs significantly to that described by Drennan (2007: 66-
81).Whilst Guild Wars (ArenaNet 2005-2012) and other, similar environments often feature 
trade as a negotiation between two individuals over the price and sale of a specific item, the 
process in Eve Online is, in general, substantially more abstract. Whilst there is the facility to 
trade directly, and there are messages in chat channels attempting to do so, the chance of 
being scammed through this facility is considered high.  
Thus, the standard procedure in Eve Online is to take your items to a local trade hub 
(although you can also list in any other system), dock your ship, right-click on the item in 
your inventory, click sell, and set parameters such as price and duration of listing. After 
placing your sell order, the system may complete the transaction immediately, if a participant 
has placed an equivalent buy order – which may have happened at any time within the last 
three months. Alternatively, you may need to wait for somebody else to buy the item - which 
could happen any time during the duration of your sale listing, or not at all.  
Even in games with avatar representation, chat is largely text based. Whilst some use internal 
or external voice-chat mechanisms, such as TeamSpeak or Ventrilo, to co-ordinate and chat, 
interaction within the social spaces of the environment generally takes place in text form, 
using emotes and conversational norms that have changed little since the time of MUDs and 
MOOs. These same chat mechanisms largely exist in Eve Online: there is „local‟ – a channel 
where anybody in the same solar system as you is able to see your messages, „corporation‟ 
chat – akin to guild chat in a traditional MMORPG, private chat with individuals or groups 
and the ability to create other, customized, channels. Why then is the level of socialization, or 
at least that accessible to a relatively new character, different?  The answer lies in the design 
– central hubs, and the trade mechanism itself, are designed for utility rather than 
socialization; for trade rather than chat.  
Design characteristics 
Ducheneaut and Moore (2004) refer to the design of space as a 'central aspect of the game 
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[…] Indeed if players are to interact, they have to meet in the first place. In [Star Wars 
Galaxies] space has been organized so that players have to congregate in certain locations', 
(2), offering the following account (3): 
For instance, many large cities have a cantina. This is the place where entertainers 
gather, and for good reasons: indeed, cantinas are the only places where entertainers 
can heal battle fatigue […] This system has been put in place by the developers 
specifically to encourage player-to-player interaction. The rationale is that these 
periods of 'downtime' can be used by players to chat with each other. 
Another important interaction spot is the starport. Players often need to travel from 
one planet to another, either to accomplish a mission or to find a vendor for a specific, 
rare item they need. Travel, however, is not instantaneous: shuttles fly every 9 
minutes and, unless you happen to be lucky and catch one just in time, you will 
usually have to wait for a while. Again, this was designed so that players would have 
opportunities to 'bump into each other', have serendipitous interactions, and 
eventually form relationships. 
These mechanisms are clearly designed to force players to communicate (see, for example, 
Bartle [2004: 232-4]), and be co-located for substantial periods, and again provide an 
interesting contrast with Eve Online. In Eve, at least outside of „newbie‟ areas or secure 
space, players „heal‟, or repair, their ships in small corporation-owned home systems or in 
remote space, in order that they do not provide an easy target for roaming players. Similarly, 
the healing mechanism itself is time or cost based, and does not require the participation of 
another player (although, within battles, there are „logistic‟ ships that serve the repair 
functionality – in the heat of battle, however, this provokes little communication).  
Jita, the solar system widely recognized as the centre of the Eve economy, is a trade hub – the 
location where players most frequently choose to purchase and sell items, in order to receive 
guaranteed supply and demand. In comparison to other environments, where trade hubs have 
popular routes leading to players congregating, there are four gates which allow entry to Jita 
(the only chokepoints at which players normally spend no more than a few seconds), and vast 
swathes of space through which players travel, meaning the visual representation of these 
hubs is very different to those in World of Warcraft or similar games, contributing to the feel 
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of Eve as a barren environment in contrast to the populous feel of, for example, a World of 
Warcraft city. 
The vastness of space, combined with the temporality of visits (players will spend less than a 
minute collecting items, having often placed orders from some distance away) means that Jita 
is by no means a social hub. The solar systems that act as agent (equivalent to quest givers in 
traditional role playing games) hubs suffer from this same problem; players fly in to receive a 
mission or reward, before departing on their next objective – meaning the types of 
communication outlined by Drennan (2007) is not seen in Eve. 
However, it is worth noting that, during specific events, Jita is utilized as a social hub by the 
participants. By nature of its position as central to the Eve economy, it has on several 
occasions been the site of protests from the player community. Two such examples are the 
2011 attacks on the Jita memorial, in which players were protesting against the „Greed is 
Good‟ newsletter, leaked from within CCP, and more broadly the implementation of a 
microtransactions system. In this case, however, the system reached capacity, and was, per 
Eve News 24 author „Riverini‟ (2011), 'locked down with between 1200-2000 players'; that is, 
in order to maintain acceptable gameplay, CCP restricted the number of players able to enter 
the system. 
A second case occurred in 2012, following a ban being instituted against The Mittani – from 
the game for 30 days and from the CSM for a year - for remarks made at the Eve Online 
Fanfest. In response, on the day Mittani was unbanned from the game, his alliance launched 
an attack on Jita, attacking ships on suicide missions and rewarding other players for doing 
so, forcing CCP to place a 'Jita under attack' warning on the login screen. Thus, it is possible 
we may see Jita become a „social hub‟ on special occasions going forward – this, however, is 
far removed from the Cantina of Star Wars Galaxies or the other types of social hubs 
discussed previously. 
Eve itself is divided into regions of space with differing environmental constraints. As a new 
player, your first experience is with high-security space, with systems ranging from 0.5 to 
1.0. Areas below 0.5 are considered „low-security‟. Both of these ranges are generally seen as 
„public‟ space, and tend to fall under the control of one of the playable races: Amarr, 
Minmatar, Gallente and Caldari. The other two areas of space are zero security space – a 
range of systems under the control of player corporations and alliances and so-called 
wormholes: essentially hidden pockets of space from which there are only a few entrances 
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and exits, which can only be found by investing substantial time and resources into locating 
them. 
In the case of 0.0 space, access is tightly controlled by the owner corporation or alliance, and 
in the vast majority of cases a „shoot on sight‟ policy is enforced, whereupon anybody who is 
not marked as „friendly‟ to the host corporation is immediately killed. Wormhole systems do 
not generally have formal ownership; however, a similar policy is enforced – small groups of 
players control the wormholes, often anchoring a control tower structure to guard and dock 
their ships, and other groups of players live a nomadic life; all, however, operate a shoot-on-
sight policy because of the general mistrust experienced in the environment, meaning access 
is only possible on a referral / word-of-mouth basis. 
Bartle (1999: n.p.) argues that 'MUD social activity often centers on the entry, where users 
begin their sessions. It often appears as a lobby, town square or visitor center. The area 
immediately around the entry is also populated but occupancy drops off sharply thereafter'. 
Eve mirrors this in some ways, with new players congregating around the entry systems 
where the new player tutorials take place. However, experienced players have their entry 
points as their last known location before logging out (usually a home starbase / structure), 
meaning that these areas do not provide a cross-section of players to study. 
Drennan (2007: 53), writing about Guild Wars, notes that 'the mix of player experiences 
allows for a greater range of social interactions', and questions 'whether the style and topics 
of interactions change as the mix of players tends towards more experience as opposed to less 
experience'. Because new players tend to be geographically separated from the experienced 
players, such a mix is rarely observed in Eve, and the challenges associated with accessing 
the low security areas that prove host to high experience players largely prevent the question 
of contrast in interactions being satisfactorily answered through participant observation. 
Similarly, Nitsche (2008) notes that '[t]he placeness of a virtual space depends on the player‟s 
(social) interaction as the interactor realizes the potential meaning of the virtual space, 
comprehends it, and acts upon it' (234) and highlights 'the distance between virtual bodies 
during their interaction' as an important element in the design. The limits placed upon this 
social interaction in Eve, and the complete lack of 'virtual bodies' again highlight the disparity 
between Eve Online and the environments more frequently discussed. 
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These design decisions mean that there is little to no room to meet sections of the player base 
outside of the formal corporation structures in low security space, which are, as I explained 
previously, heavily gated communities. Eve Online developers have in the past, and are 
currently, attempting to resolve this – previous attempts include the failed social network 
„COSMOS‟, whilst the July 2011 expansion saw the creation of full-body avatars and a 3D 
space to use them; however, as of this writing you are still limited to a location only you can 
occupy (designed to represent your captains quarters). It would certainly be possible, as 
illustrated through the design literature (including, notably, Kitchin and Dodge‟s Code/Space 
[2006]) to modify this design in order to promote in-game player engagement. However, that 
is neither my objective here nor – I would suggest – a priority of the Eve Online developers. 
What might be considered equivalent to the traditional MMORPG‟s „end-game‟ content in 
Eve Online is, then, effectively gated, only accessible to those with the relevant allies, 
dictated by the behaviour of participants as opposed to being made available once the player 
reaches pre-defined game goals.  You could of course argue this is also true of games such as 
World of Warcraft; however, the difference lies in the ability to join an alternative guild and 
access the same content, as opposed to Eve, where the very space in which the content is 
located is effectively gated. This, combined with the lack of grouping functionality often 
found in other MMOs, by which players are encouraged to form ad-hoc groups at an early 
stage, means that players experience little in the way of forced or voluntary co-operative play 
until such time as they become involved in a corporation.  
In other studies (Ducheneaut et al. 2004; Ducheneaut and Moore 2004 and Ducheneaut et al. 
2007) consideration has been given to the establishment of social spaces. Ducheneaut and 
Moore (2004: 1), for example, note that 
[m]ost MMORPGs are structured so that players are forced to interact. EverQuest is a 
good example of a successful attempt at encouraging player-to-player interactions: the 
'quests' players have to accomplish are purposefully too difficult for a single 
character, and require the help of a group of other players. In more recent games like 
Star Wars Galaxies (SWG), the interdependencies between players are even deeper 
and broader: a complex ecology of professions forms the basis of an economic system 
where players have to cooperate and exchange goods and services, as they would not 
be able to progress otherwise.  
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This again highlights areas where communication, and thus observation, in Eve suffers in 
comparison to other environments. Eve‟s Player vs. Environment (PvE) content, or 
„missions‟, are designed to be performed by a single character at varying levels of difficulty; 
whilst receiving assistance is possible, and can be beneficial at higher levels, it is in no way 
forced or encouraged through the mechanics of the environment. Similarly, Eve‟s trading 
system is designed to be largely independent of player communication, with items sold 
through stations in a market that accepts orders of days/weeks/months duration, resulting in 
players not having to be in the same space, or even online, to trade items. 
Drennan (2007), writing about her methodology, notes that 'typically […] an ethnographer 
would begin to categorise or label the roles and activities that people have given themselves 
or that they are given by other members of the community' (46). In Guild Wars and the other 
virtual environments studied by Humphreys (2005a, 2005b), Taylor (2006a, 2006b) and 
Steinkuehler (2005), the role is assigned as part of the character creation process; that is to 
say the tasks you will perform as a solo player, and particularly within larger groups, are 
assigned on joining the game. Drennan (2007) notes that she 'was able to chose multiple roles 
with which to interact with players [so she] could play as many ways as the game would 
allow, and all of these would be accepted by players within the game' (54).  
In Eve Online, by contrast, the role you play is directly linked to your service time – skills are 
acquired purely on the basis of the amount of time your account has been active (and whether 
or not you have had a skill training). Thus, whilst in Guild Wars or World of Warcraft 
skilling up is a matter of actual time investment in play, it is impossible to „skill up‟ or 
acquire the skills needed to perform at the same level as the advanced players in Eve, 
especially during the timeframe of a research project, with the higher members of 
corporations and alliances having approximately 5-7 years worth of skill points (and 
acquiring them at the same rate as a new character). Whilst this inevitably limits some 
participant observation ethnography, some information can still be gathered: by flying a 
cloaked ship into a battle, or viewing forum posts leaked online by opposing corporations it 
has been possible in my research to collate a detailed understanding of tactics, of corporation 
roles and structures, espionage attempts and the interactions between high-level alliances.  
Methodological considerations 
As demonstrated previously, the conversations that take place within the Eve Online game 
client are limited, and tend to refer to immediate goals rather than the range of 
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communication observed by Drennan (2007) and Ducheneaut and Moore (2005) in the social 
hubs of the environments they studied. This range of conversation is better mirrored in the 
forums and blogs which form the wider Eve Online community, and thus I suggest that these 
provide a better means to study the Eve Online environment as a whole than a sampling of 
the chat from Jita, or indeed any individual corporation or alliance. 
Indeed, many of the most interesting debates surrounding Eve Online, such as the relationship 
between the players and the platform, and the debate between advantage play and cheating, 
are best observed through the use of these meta-game mechanisms. This is not only due to the 
ethical concerns of involving the researcher in these activities within the environment, but 
also because they are either largely out-of-game activities with in-game consequences or 
spread amongst such a range of corporations and locations within the environment that a 
comprehensive ethnographic approach is not appropriate. 
It is not uncommon for the official Eve Online forums to feature a number of threads 
discussing the relationship between players and the developer. These stem not only from 
design changes, but enforcement actions, discussions around the organization of the „alliance 
tournament‟ (a CCP sponsored Player vs. Player tournament which takes place on an annual 
basis), and indeed frequently around the CSM. Whilst CCP are keen to emphasize that 
players, through their representatives on the CSM, are seen as a stakeholder in the current and 
future design of Eve Online, such a method of representation is not perfect, nor indeed 
universally recognized. A participant in the official CCP forums, 'Lemster' (2012), during a 
debate around the banning of two teams from the alliance tournament, stated: 
Actually, none of us have any rights in here. It's not a democracy, it's a dictatorship. 
The dictators have spoken. Whether we sub or go play another game is the only actual 
right we have [...] if you‟re still not happy why not exercise your right and go play 
WoW or something. 
Similarly, during 2010 and 2011 there was a period of time where staff shortages led to 
CCP‟s failure to enforce rules against real money trading and players using automated 
methods to mine resources within the environment („botting‟). Again, an ethnographic 
approach is certainly possible, although potentially problematic as participating would 
contravene the CCP Terms of Service. I would however argue that adopting an ethnographic 
approach may not be the optimal method to understand what a wide range of users are doing. 
Again, here, forums were useful to understand a wide range of issues, including players who 
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felt it was better to make 'in-game botting possible and legal [with a] fully fledged macro 
language with all commands necessary' (Naga Tobika 2011, n.p.).   
However, in this case, the player-operated blog Eve News 24 produced a series of articles („In 
ISK we trust‟ and „RMT uncovered‟), describing players who participated in the activity (and 
their methods and motivations), exposing one real money trading provider having gained 
access to their records, and thus detailing the size of the activity, and providing information 
about the tools being used. Such analysis, combined with an ethnographic perspective on the 
alternative – manual mining – is crucial to understanding the scope and nature of automation 
and real money trading within Eve Online and provides a foundation for further 
investigations and research.  
In terms of access to end-game spaces, and the corporations which inhabit them, there are 
four possibilities to consider. The first, and most obvious, is to limit your ethnographic study, 
and thus conclusions, to the public areas of the environment. Whilst it is certainly possible to 
conduct a detailed participant observation ethnographic methodology in these public spaces, I 
would question the ultimate worth of such an analysis. You would ultimately be over-
representing new players and ignoring significant areas of the environment and the sub-
cultures which inhabit them. Such a study would gather some useful information, but be akin 
to setting out with the objective to conduct a thorough ethnographic observation of New York 
while not being able to leave Manhattan.  
The second possibility is to gain access to the restricted regions through a pre-existing 
character or account. This causes a number of ethical and methodological concerns. Even if 
the character is one of your own creation, the relationships formed between your character 
and others within the environment will be potentially very different to those of a declared 
research character (as is frequently required by institutional ethics boards). The alternative, if 
a researcher has no pre-existing relationship with the environment, is even more ethically 
challenging. In most environments, there is a market for existing characters; and so it is in 
Eve Online. It is possible to buy a character with the skill points, resources and relationships 
to gain access to the late-game or low security areas, but here the character‟s previous 
relationships are not accessible, least of all to a research-declared character. 
Thirdly, there is the option to observe low security behaviour through public accounts. These 
come in a number of forms, including forums, community sites, word of mouth and leaked 
information (In Eve Online there is a history of low-security corporations being infiltrated 
14 
 
and their forums copied and made available for viewing online). These accounts are unlikely 
to be as accurate as ethnographic research; however, with battle accounts being recorded and 
made available online through killboard services – which detail those involved in the battle, 
as well as losses on both sides, piecing together the information available online can provide 
a reasonable facsimile of the play experience.  
Finally, I would contend that we are now reaching a position in the study of gaming 
environments where there is significant merit in combining and contrasting the results of 
multiple ethnographies. In oft-studied environments such as World of Warcraft or Everquest, 
there is no reason not to conduct a thorough study of the new player experience, and then 
compare and contrast your observations with those of authors such as Jakobsson and Taylor 
(2003), Taylor (2006a), and Chen (2009), who have studied the end game in more depth. 
Similarly the observations of an author such as Chen (2009) might be an invaluable addition 
to public accounts of the behaviour of low-security Eve alliances, and contrasting the 
ethnographies of Taylor (2006a) and Drennan (2007) to my Eve Online experiences has 
provided critical information on how identity differs between avatar and non-avatar 
environments.  
Conclusion 
Through the development of my research methodology, it became apparent that game design 
factors, such as the exclusion of the avatar, have a significant impact on the methodology that 
is suitable to study any given virtual environment. Without an avatar, the focus of the 
environment changes from an embodied experience to a more abstract consideration of the 
space, with less focus on identity construction, less chances for in-game social interaction, 
and a greater concentration of strategic and politicking taking place through channels outside 
the game, and often out of the control of the environment operator.  
Just as the Magic Circle argument of the past decade eventually concluded that play did not 
take place entirely separately from the real world (see, for example, Castronova [2005] and 
Salen and Zimmerman [2004]), ethnography of virtual worlds has frequently focused on 
interactions and play within the virtual space. In non-avatar environments, however, it 
becomes apparent that the large swathes of material found in the borderlands, or outside of 
the environment, are significant in understanding the environments participants – their 
motivations and experiences, the designers and the environment. 
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Such research would complement any study, particularly where difficulties arise in the study 
of a virtual environment population through participant observational means. Whilst this is 
prominently highlighted in Eve Online through the lack of an avatar, other, avatar-based, 
environments may also have a significant meta-component which warrants analysis, and 
enables us to reach those sub-communities that may otherwise remain hidden to an 
ethnographic approach. 
Whilst Turkle (1995) has discussed how participants can have multiple identities within 
different communities (in her case, across a range of Internet Relay Chat channels), the 
different modalities of identity across virtual environments, but within the same overall 
community, seem ripe for further study. It was immediately clear to me through my extended 
study of the meta-game in Eve Online that participants act differently between the game and 
the forums, between conversations they feel are private and those for public consumption 
(especially prevalent among members, or potential members, of the environment's political 
body) and between developer-owned properties and player-operated blogs, forums and social 
networks. Such modalities of identity warrant much closer attention and significant future 
study. 
Ultimately, through my research it readily became apparent that there is significant merit in 
comparing and contrasting research studies, personal ethnographies and public accounts and 
data in order to construct a thorough understanding of a particular environment. Similarly, it 
is worth contrasting studies of similar and of different environments, in order to better 
understand how a specific type of player or grouping of players behaves, how identity is 
constructed, the implications of designing a specific style of environment and so forth. What 
remains key is that restricting such analysis to the environment as an object is insufficient if 
we are really interested in the lived experience of players; what happens outside of the game 
is often just as important, and must be factored into the development and implementation of 
methodologies for ethnographic research into such environments. 
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1 I use place and space in this paper merely to represent the geographic locales within Eve Online. I refer here to 
Bartle‟s definition of space as 'an abstraction that groups objects of a particular type under a set of fixed rules', 
whilst 'a place is a region (under adjacency rules) of some space' (2004: 478). That is, the Jita system is a place 
within Eve Online, just as Athens is a place in the space of reality. Similarly, Jita has a set of rules which apply 
within the system (such as PvP being permitted only when certain conditions are met). However, it is also 
subservient to the overall rules of Eve Online, as implemented through technology, terms of service and so forth. 
